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Abstract 
Post-disaster reportage frequently focusses on catastrophic and harrowing human impacts together with heroic acts of mercy: aid 
agencies benefit from the subsequent mobilisation of donors. In the aftermath analytical reviews evaluate both success and failure 
to reflexively improve relief outcomes in future aid deployments. Both activities tend to concentrate on the experiences of key 
individuals in major organisations associated with disaster recovery and reconstruction. Little consideration is given to the 
influence of the non-human aid they deploy beyond the recognition that they are vital and necessary. Similarly, government and 
NGO policies and procedures are regarded as the mechanisms by which aid is distributed. None of this is counterintuitive or 
surprising, yet there may be another dimension. Actor Network Theory (ANT) was conceived as a problem-solving action 
research tool predicated upon the notion that non-human actants can play an equal role in problems, and while ANT has 
previously been utilised in monthly to consider the challenges faced when integrating high-level technology systems with 
humans this paper speculates that the technique could also reveal useful insights during disaster recovery and reconstruction. This 
paper uses a detailed case study to suggest that a) nonhuman actants in disaster contexts may exert influences that were not 
foreseen when they were deployed, and that b) human actants may exert unintended influences: critically these actants include 
researchers and reporters. The research concludes that ANT principles have the potential to surface new perspectives in complex 
post-disaster contexts, but that the conduct of a purist ANT investigation would be highly problematic and potentially disruptive 
to the reconstruction process. 
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1. Introduction 
Post-disaster relief and recovery activities, and the resilient reconstruction of communities involve the interaction 
of interrelated individuals and agencies in pursuit of the public good (James, 2008). Such scenarios may be thought 
of as loosely coupled complex adaptive systems, whose component parts are constantly being influenced by the 
activities of others (Geli-Mann, 1994). The policies and procedures of each organisation active within a disaster 
theatre are primarily designed to focus their attention on achieving their organisational mission and consequent 
strategic goals, and although they are enshrined in writing they are generally considered to be artefacts of human 
activity, and therefore broadly linked to humans. In a similar way the presence of television cameras and associated 
media paraphernalia within a disaster theatre come about as a consequence of the human activity associated with 
news agencies fulfilling their - ultimately commercial - objective of informing the broader public. 
Actor Network Theory (ANT) proposes an alternative perspective, where non-human actors (known as actants) - 
such as policies, procedures, or television cameras - are possessed of their own motivations, which cannot be 
automatically assumed to be congruent with the intentions of their creators (Hanseth & Montiero, 1998). Whilst this 
radical position is not without its critics (e.g. Amsterdamska, 1990) it does provide a framework to allow a more 
complete examination of the influences on the development of outcomes in a given situation: "Newton did not really 
act alone in creating the theory of gravitation: he needed observational data from the Astronomer Royal, John 
Flamsteed, he needed publication support from the Royal Society and its members (most especially Edmund 
Halley), he needed the geometry of Euclid, the astronomy of Kepler, the mechanics of Galileo, the rooms, lab, food, 
etc. at Trinity College, an assistant to work in the lab, the mystical idea of action at a distance, and more, much 
more. The same can be said of any scientific or technological project” (Goguen 1999). 
This paper describes the application of an ANT lens to an ethnographic investigation of the aftermath of the 2010 
Victorian bushfires in order to understand the influence of non-human actants on the reconstruction effort, and in 
particular the achievement of resilient outcomes. It does so by acknowledging ANT principles during the qualitative 
meta-analysis of interview data originally collected as part of research investigating the resilience of post-disaster 
reconstruction supply chains. 
1.1. ANT overview. 
Actor networks form around focal problems and particularly a critical actor who champions their solution. ANT 
allows the inclusion of nonhuman actants as equal participants within these networks, and imbues them (through the 
agency of the researcher) with human qualities such as personal motivation. At its heart ANT is a problem-solving 
technique that facilitates concurrent research investigation. Implicit in this is the notion that the researcher is 
interested in solving the problem, and is therefore a participant within the actor network. Indeed the researcher has 
to describe the problem and its boundaries, as well as the full range of actants potentially interested in its solution. 
At this point the researcher establishes him/herself as the Obligatory Passage Point (OPP) - essentially becoming the 
gatekeeper to the network and custodian of the problem's integrity: implicit in this role is the need to recruit and 
retain other actants in order to solve the problem collectively (Latour & Woolgar, 1991): in ANT parlance this 
process is known as "translation". 
Interestingly the role of OPP can change hands if others within the actor network come to conflict with the 
original definition of the problem. By way of analogy the problem can be thought of as the rules for membership of 
a club whose purpose is to solve a problem, and whose members accept those rules. With the passage of time 
individuals or groups within the club may come to disagree with its aim and objectives, and move to change the 
rules of membership, at which point the original OPP is supplanted by a new one, this having translated the will of 
the network presumably in parallel with a change in the club's aim and objectives (Sidorova & Sarker, 2000). 
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2. Methodological application of ANT to the case study 
This project utilises data originally collected to investigate the interface between social and political systems in a 
post-disaster reconstruction context. The disaster chosen for this study involved bushfires in Australian rural setting, 
and specifically a town badly affected by this particular incident. In the original study six interviews were conducted 
with key stakeholders who had a particular interest in, and understanding of both emergency relief and 
reconstruction, and the creation of long-term community resilience.  
A preliminary review of the interview transcripts, each of which was over an hour-long, revealed numerous 
references to non-human actants and it became apparent that they had exercised significant influence on both 
reconstruction and resilience outcomes. It therefore became necessary to deconstruct the transcripts using first open, 
then axial coding techniques in order to understand the detail of the interaction between non-human and human 
actants within the disaster theatre: Figure 1 gives an example of the coding structure. 
 
 
Figure 1. Extract from coding table. 
 
 Subsequently a range of motivations and unspoken communication between these actants were constructed in 
order to better explain the consequences of their interaction: see Figure 2 for a corresponding extract.  
 
 
Figure 2. Extract from motivations and tacit communications table relating to TV cameras. 
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It should be noted that no attempt was made by the researchers to describe and delimit specific problem contexts, 
nor recruit and enroll actants in a search for their solution. To the contrary, the range of problems, potential actants 
(beyond the specific interviewees already noted), and their interactions were inferred with rigour and diligence by 
the research team from the transcripts themselves. Specifically: themes were identified and coded by multiple 
researchers in independently of each other, which were then discussed at a coding meeting; once code conflicts had 
been resolved consideration was then given to identifying non-human actants within the actor network; lastly, each 
of these was assigned a full range of ‘motivations’ arising out of their design intent, creation and deployment. These 
were then used to illuminate phenomena within which they played a role. It should be noted that whilst particular 
care was taken during interview analysis when dealing with non-human actants this this was not an area specifically 
probed in the original interviews. 
During analysis it became apparent that actor networks accreted around activities that could have either a short-
term or a long-term focus, or more commonly, a short-term focus accompanied by long-term consequences. 
Accordingly clusters of themes emerged that could be labelled "recovery", "reconstruction", or "resilience-building". 
On occasion highlighted extracts from the transcripts could be appear in multiple themes. 
 
3. Case study 
The 7th of February, 2009 has passed into Australian history as the day of the "Black Saturday bushfires". On a 
day of catastrophic bushfire risk 15 fires started in various areas across Victoria, one of the worst of which was in 
Murrindindi Shire. By the time it was put out 95 people had lost their lives, with a further 73 casualties. 1397 houses 
had been destroyed as well as the Marysville CBD. 16 government and community buildings were totally destroyed 
and ultimately, 40% of the Shire had been burnt. In the aftermath of the fire there was a 7.1% decrease in its 
population, which has been attributed to the Black Saturday bushfires (Teague, Mcleod & Pascoe, 2010). 
This disaster led to the establishment of a Royal Commission, which estimated the total cost to the nation of the 
bushfires as conservatively AU$4.4 billion, including $645 million for lives lost, and $1.2 billion in insurance 
claims for property losses. These figures do not include uninsured property losses (Teague, Mcleod & Pascoe, 
2010). 
The Black Saturday Victorian bushfires also lead to changes in the fire policy, building codes, and planning 
arrangements, the last of which included banning housing development in highest bushfire risk areas. Some of these 
have been described as "the most dangerous in the world" (Rintoul, 2010). 
Interviews used in this research were conducted three years after the event, with six individuals having central 
involvement in the recovery and reconstruction processes. Some of them were overtly active in the drive for 
increased community resilience as a consequence, and all were aware of its desirability. The first interviewee was 
from local government and was involved in community infrastructure redevelopment. The second interviewee was, 
at the time of the interview, working on the issue for the State government but had, at the time of the disaster, been 
employed by a private contractor during the cleanup process. The third interviewee, who is a disaster survivor, was 
chairperson of a community recovery committee as part of a State government post-disaster initiative (which had 
been disbanded by the time of the interview). The fourth interviewee was a senior member of the State government 
health department, working in the area, whilst the fifth was a senior manager in the local council, charged with 
improving sustainability and economic redevelopment, including tourism. The final interviewee worked for a non-
governmental housing network, specifically charged with helping disaster survivors. 
4. Results 
When people are faced with a crisis they can react in a number of different ways, ranging from inactivity caused 
by fear and bewilderment through to determined action triggered by a desire not to be a victim. This can include 
those humans directly affected by the crisis as well as onlookers; these people will inevitably include emergency 
workers and relief agencies. 
The bushfire emergency and its aftermath were played out in the full gaze of the nation, facilitated by various 
media feeding a 24-hour news cycle hungry for new stories. An abundance of human and nonhuman actants in-
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theatre, during the emergency and its immediate aftermath, satisfied the appetite of the public for information and 
analysis. This proved to be a double-edged sword, simultaneously providing benefits and creating problems. 
Human actants in the form of victims and nonhuman actants represented by government agencies involved in 
statutory regulation were sometimes found to be acting at cross purposes. In the aftermath of the fires there was a 
desire among some residents to rebuild as fast as possible, in order for life to revert back to normal. Their desires 
conflicted with those of legislators who were keen that any rebuilding effort should result in more resilient 
communities. Their objective was to review the experiences of buildings and their occupants methodically and 
carefully in order to learn as much is possible from the disaster: these lessons would thereafter resulted in legislative 
changes to statutory control, and particularly the building codes. They would in part be motivated by a desire to be 
seen – principally by the media – to be acting in a rational and responsible way in response to the disaster and the 
desire to mitigate the effects of future disaster situations. 
Consequently some sections of the community found that the desire to rebuild quickly resulted in serious 
disadvantage. Rebuilding in accordance with the original design, which was frequently decades-old, was not in 
compliance with the newly mandated codes for building in highly fire prone areas. As a consequence, a number of 
residents found that they were required to make drastic changes to their rebuilt homes in order that they be deemed 
to comply with current standards. This came at a considerable cost – usually exceeding the amount of available 
compensation – leaving them out of pocket. By contrast, residents who had delayed the decision to rebuild – either 
through reticence or lack of funding – were often unable to meet the requirements of the new codes without 
exceeding the available compensation and aid. 
Media actants maximised the leverage of the charitable impulses of the viewing public, raising substantial sums 
of money on the one hand, whilst often ignoring the governance issues associated with their distribution. 
Concurrently governmental and welfare actants were keen to be seen to be proactive in support of their constituents 
and clients. The desire to reinstate and reconstruct the community extended to issues of social infrastructure, where 
emergency funds were made available to community groups engaged in the "normalisation" process. This resulted in 
a variety of outcomes, some of which were questioned by large parts of the community in terms of their relevance 
and usefulness. In particular many questioned the cost benefit and value for money of building social infrastructure 
such as a pony riding facility, which had not existed prior to the fires. Community members attributed this piece of 
reconstruction to a combination of effective, though misguided lobbying of a small but vocal and powerful part of 
the community, allied to various agencies' desire to be seen to be actively engaged in reconstruction. The former 
recognised an opportunity in the relatively easy access to reconstruction funding, whereas the latter acted in haste 
without due consultation with a full range of stakeholders. Community members emphasised the lack of 
consideration of access to ongoing funding to support the maintenance and running costs of the facility in the longer 
term. 
The issue of access to funding proved to be complex, and whilst it was ostensibly driven by a sense of 
community and altruism it was apparent that different organisations had a wide range of views as to how it could be 
best distributed. In particular, there were contrasting views as to the appropriateness of straight cash allocations to 
victims of the fires. It was apparent that experienced non-governmental organisations such as the Salvation Army 
were fundamentally opposed to the notion of direct cash grants to individual victims, preferring to see specific 
invoices for reconstruction work and disbursing money to cover them. By contrast, inexperienced charitable 
foundations were prepared to make cash advances to owners who have lost their homes, and whilst these were made 
speedily they often resulted in inappropriate expenditure on holidays and luxury items. It was consequently found 
that that a significant number of cash recipients came back for more aid stating that they had no money to complete 
reconstruction. 
The aftermath of the fires also brought about the establishment of special purpose organisations, designed for the 
single purpose of aiding in this particular reconstruction effort. Frustration was sometimes expressed that these 
organisations could not circumvent conventional channels to speed up reconstruction efforts. Equally, the 
devastation of the communities represented a significant business opportunity for sections of the building industry, 
elements of which were unregulated. As a consequence the quality of reconstruction work reflected patterns 
experienced elsewhere in the country, requiring these special purpose organisations to interact with the government 
and quasi-government agencies charged with policing these matters. These agencies would deal with claims arising 
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from reconstruction work in just the same way as any other complaints, without special priority: frustration was 
expressed in this regard. 
5. Discussion and conclusions 
When using an ANT methodology or, as in the case of this research an ANT-inspired lens, it is critical to 
remember that one is observing a complex adaptive systems in which a particular actant seeks to enlist others to its 
cause. Often this is fairly straightforward making enrolment of other actants simple, but on occasion it might be 
complex and not at all clearly understood by the other actants in the network. In either event once other actants 
agreed to view the world from this perspective its worldview becomes accepted wisdom and the basis upon which 
all subsequent actions are founded. However when a rival perspective – this could be overtly expressed or covertly 
held – is created a battle for control of the network ensues, the results of which can often not be foreseen with any 
degree of accuracy. 
In this case a number of nonhuman actants could be seen to be active within the disaster theatre, could be said to 
be pursuing their own agenda, sometimes to the detriment of those human actants they were ostensibly intended to 
help, and perhaps even in a manner contrary to the intentions of their human actant designers. Key amongst these 
were a range of emergency relief funds (both governmental and charitable), statutory regulation systems 
(particularly those associated with development and building standards), the media (print, and particularly 
television), and academic research. 
In the case of emergency relief funds it was apparent that the OPPs in each case varied in experience, resulting in 
widely differing methods of distribution and consequent relief outcomes. Altruism alone was frequently not enough 
to ensure that relief aid was targeted to the right recipients, to achieve the desired outcomes. In essence, the 
unscrupulous establish themselves as rival OPPs within the actor network to divert actants (tranches of cash aid) to 
undesirable ends. 
Actor networks arising as a consequence of nonhuman statutory compliance actants proved to be lagging behind 
the needs of human actant re-constructors, inhibiting or preventing reconstruction and sometimes rendering speedy 
reconstruction non-compliant. Whilst the was no doubting the worthiness of code revision in pursuit of increased 
levels of community resilience this often seemed to come at the expense of the resourceful, who were forced to 
rebuild for a second time in order to comply with new codes, or even occasionally to demolish simply because the 
site of their former home was now deemed to be too dangerous to be habitable. Interestingly, because of its clear 
governmental imprimatur, the actor networks surrounding regulation and compliance proved to be largely 
unassailable and the emergence of rival OPPs was not possible. 
In many respects the role of the media – in all its forms, and in ANT parlance, both human and nonhuman actants 
– was the most pervasive influence upon the relief effort in this particular disaster theatre. The enrolment of diverse 
human and nonhuman actants in the interests of various media OPPs was both complex and often contradictory. 
Whilst media outlets desired to broadcast the "truth" without bias or agenda it was also the case that they had to feed 
the 24-hour news cycle, often resulting in intrusive behaviours and reporting. This could have unintended 
consequences in terms of providing a soapbox for those holding outlier views and causing distress to those most 
vulnerable in the aftermath of the fires. Politicians keen to be seen to be proactive in-theatre made promises – 
particularly in relation to rebuilding – which upon the sober reflection made little sense, but nevertheless had to be 
followed through. An example of this was the rebuilding of the school which had for some time been earmarked for 
closure as a consequence of falling rolls. 
Disturbingly, in the context of this paper, it is ironic that the nonhuman actant of academic research should be 
implicated as a negative influence in the aftermath of this disaster. A number of interviewees talked of the profusion 
of university researchers that appeared in the wake of the fires. Their need to collect authentic data and to beat their 
competitors to publication frequently appeared to be at odds with the needs of the disaster victims, who needed the 
space and quietude in order to recover from their ordeal. Sociological literature is replete with the debate as to 
whether researchers should be visible or invisible within the research context, and whether their presence as an 
appreciable impact upon the research outcome. In this case it would appear that such subtle considerations had been 
forgotten. 
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Ultimately ANT requires that the researcher become an actant within the network constructed to solve a 
particular problem. When it was first conceived Michel Callon required both the fishermen and their prey to become 
actants within the network required to find the answer to an environmental/scientific/social problem, namely to 
understand the breeding habits of scallops and thereafter develop sustainable fisheries management (Callon, Law & 
Rip, 1986). The subsequent use of this technique to understand and solve problems at the sociotechnical interface 
involved similarly complex networks of actants, for instance within libraries, where the phenomenon was relatively 
slow to evolve and the need for answers important, though relatively non-urgent. The same cannot be said for the 
aftermath of any human or nonhuman disaster, where urgency is paramount. 
The identification of a disaster-related problem context cannot be known in advance and thus the recruitment and 
enrolment of appropriate actants would necessarily take place at a time when their attention is required elsewhere. 
Moreover the interrogation of actants in an actor network is necessarily slow and painstaking. It requires 
considerable planning, in-depth data collection, and leisurely analysis. None of these conditions can occur in disaster 
research where the objective of the research is the search for solutions to immediate problems and the subjects 
involved in the research are the victims and their helpers. By these standards ANT fails as a research tool in this 
context. However consideration of nonhuman actants and their influence upon reconstruction activities and the 
consequent resilience of communities are instructive, sensitising the researcher to the power that nonhuman actants 
actually wield in these contexts. Allying these sensitivities to a more widely accepted research perspectives such as 
ethnography or phenomenology has the potential to deliver a richer picture of the world and consequently, a deeper 
understanding of it. 
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